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finest pieces of autobiographical fiction—Wayne Carver’s “A
Child’s Christmas in Utah” (Carleton Miscellany, December
1965), and Carole Hansen’s “"The Death of a Son” (Dialogue,
Autumn 1967). It would have been good to see (particularly
examples that could be found that are literature rather than
mere theology because the style and tone make them into mov-
ing expressions of personal faith) one of Lowell Bennion’s
fine essays of practical theology or one of Sterling McMurrin’s
or George Boyd's fine pieces of theoretical theology. And
there should have been room for an example from the sermons
of Elder Hugh B. Brown, with his unique combination of in-
tellectual and literary with spiritual power, and from President
Spencer W. Kimball, with his unique vigor and imagery, and
from President Marion G. Romney, with his uniquely personal
and moving power to witness concerning Christ. Finally, |
guess I just don’t understand what principles of selection would
lead the editors to include May Swenson (yes, she is the most
prestigious writer with a Mormon background and did in fact
come from Utah, but she is fully expatriated and her writing
and vision seem to have nothing at all to do with a believing
people) and yet exclude Wallace Stegner (yes, he is not a
Mormon and thinks our theology only a powerful myth, but
he has adopted “Mormon country™ as his own and has written
with deep empathy, and more skillfully and movingly than any-
one else in the twentieth century, about our pioneer experience,
e.g., 'Ordeal by Handcart,” Colliers [6 July 1956]). Nor can
[ in conscience avoid mentioning the outrageous critical slip
of giving over ten percent of the book (56 pages) to a decid-
edly inferior drama, “And They Shall Be Gathered” by Martin
Kelly, while allowing us only four pages of what is probably
our best piece of Mormon literature to date, Maureen W hip-
ple’s The Girant [oshua.

However, A Believing People is, as the editors hoped, "a
good beginning.” And I urge everyone within earshot (you
and all the friends, relatives, colleagues, or fellow Saints you
can influence) to buy a copy and to communicate reactions to
each other and to the editors. I also urge you to support the
work of Mormon writers, both those included in this volume
and others, by buying and responding to their work and the
publications in which they appear. Literature is important and
valuable (though I have been at some pains to remind us of
what is more valuable) and we have now a community large
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and self-conscious enough to support our own literary tra-
ditions (3.5 million people, over 2 million English-speaking,
certainly larger than Shakespeare’s or Milton’s audience) with-
out worrying at all about “modern literary fashions.” Our need
is mainly to encourage the talent we have and keep it in good
perspective by building a supportive literary community in the
Church—of both writers and readers, speakers and hearers. To
do this we must explore our heritage and articulate principles
of criticism appropriate to that unique heritage and its modern
possibilities. And especially must we build religious unity in
that community: We must be /ess (rather than more, as has
sometimes been the case) willing than our Gentile friends to
excommunicate, verbally or in our hearts, the too orthodox or
the too unorthodox, the apparent “egghead” or the “philis-
tine” among us. We must cultivate both a Christ-like love of
truth and a Christ-like humility and tolerance of those brothers
and sisters who see some things differently from ourselves. We
should not expect the Church to directly foster such a com-
munity, nor even in any decided way to foster good literature;
its primary function is to help us with our primary task—that
of using true principles to learn to love the Lord and thus each
other; and the Church knows, even if we sometimes forget,
that, despite Shelley and Matthew Arnold and even T. S. Eliot,
literature is not a substitute for religion.

"Great” literature has helped prepare me to be more sens-
itive to certain spiritual experiences, and it has helped me see,
and especially to feel, some important truths—and I am grate-
ful. But conversations with my pioneer grandmother have
done the same, and so have many good pieces of good Mormon
literature from A Believing People, and these things (largely
because of their power to convey lived, not merely imagined,
religion) have also strengthened my faith—for which I am
much more grateful.

http://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol15/iss3/10



